Abstract
Introduction
In Thailand, English is a required foreign language taught as a compulsory subject in the curricula of schools, colleges and universities. Although the concept of communicative competence is promoted in one of the educational standards for Thai learners from school to university levels, Thai learners are still having difficulty in using English to communicate, particularly in writing (Ministry of Education 2002, Office of the National Education Commission 2001 Commission , 2002 .
One of the barriers to writing performance in English for most Thai learners is that they lack the ability to use appropriate grammar in their English language writing. They still have difficulty both in applying the grammatical rules of English in order to form grammatically correct sentences, and in knowing when and where to use these sentences and to whom in writing (Harmer 1985 , Lush 2002 . Moreover, although they have studied English tenses since primary school, only a few of them can apply their grammatical knowledge in communicative use (Pongsiriwet 2001 , Intratat 2004 , Charoenroop 2006 .
Since the development of ELT, particularly in Thailand, emphasizes interactive language learning and teaching through authentically communicative activities connecting classroom learning with real-life learning (Edelsky 1993 , Brown 2000 , journal writing as a particular writing activity suits this emphasis (Dam and Legenhausen 1999 , Müller-Verweyen 1999 , Nunan 1999 , Burton and Carroll 2001 , Vickers and Ene 2006 . Studies of journal writing as a means of promoting grammatical accuracy of verb tense use by non-native English learners have been few in EFL, particularly in a Thai context (Quirke 2001, Honsa and Ratanapinyowong 2005) . Hence, this article shares how to use journals in the processes of the action research (AR) cycle and reports shared opinions on the use of journals to improve the grammatical accuracy of 10 first-year Thai undergraduates who had no prior exposure to journal writing in English in the Thai EFL setting.
Review of Literature

Grammatical accuracy
In writing, grammatical accuracy is essential to ensure the writer's intended meaning and to avoid communicative misunderstanding (Lush 2002 , LarsenFreeman 2003 . In the Thai EFL context, Thai learners still have problems with verb tense accuracy. Learners frequently make tense errors in their writing though verb tense is one of the most important aspects of grammatical knowledge that non-native English language learners should master (Pongsiriwet 2001 , Lush 2002 , Intratat 2004 , Charoenroop 2006 .
In English, a sentence cannot exist without a verb (Master 1996) . The form of a verb represents 'tense', which shows past, present, or future time (Davis and Liss 2006) . When students write an essay, tense is very important (Master 1996 , Davis and Liss 2006 , Roehampton 2008 . The use of grammar tenses differs based on types of discourse (Van Dijk 1988 and Fowler 1991 cited in Posteguillo and Palmer 2000 . Master (1996) and Byrd and Benson (2001) point out that in general, the individual tenses contain several functions in discourse. Larsen-Freeman (2003) points out that although form, meaning and use are interrelated, each of them can appear diversely challenging for language learners. A challenge may be in the case that a learner knows how to form a grammatical structure but doesn't realize that the structure includes more than one meaning and can be used in different situations.
In this AR study, grammatical accuracy refers to the first-year Thai undergraduates' ability to use verb tenses (i.e., past, present, and future tenses) accurately interpreted through content analyses of their journal entries.
Journal Writing (JW)
"All great writing is deeply personal and heartfelt. Teachers need to provide learners with opportunities to write about topics that are relevant to their lives and to feel that their writing has value." (Nadine Gordimer 1982 , cited in Bello, 1997 JW is a tool of the 'write to learn' concept in that it improves learners' writing skills and simultaneously provides a chance for them to reflect on their learning (Cobine 1995 , Hogan 1995 , Brown 1985b cited in Oxford 1996 , Freeman 1998 , Burton and Carroll 2001 , O'Leary Wanket 2005 . Given the nature of AR, JW has an interactive role in the learning-teaching process in revealing unobservable aspects of classroom experience (e.g., psychological factors: learning strategies; affective factors: attitudes, anxiety and motivation; or even learners' tacit knowledge and their problematic situations); thus, a teacher can better understand learners' psycho-affective conditions and their learning process (Allwright 1983 , Bailey 1983 , Genesee and Upshur 1996 , Nunan 1999 , Marefat 2002 , Rubin 2003 , Lê 2006 , Altrichter et al. 2008 .
Journals, in this study, cover the features of dialogue journaling and process writing. Both dialogue journaling and process writing are experience-based and assigned as out-of-class activities. Regarding the main purpose of JW in the study, accuracy in grammar is focused on and assessed through the instructor's indirect feedback (i.e., clued underlining of grammatical errors with written correction symbols) and the students' self-correction (Appendix A).
Dialogue journaling
Given the importance of reflection, journals are categorized as an important introspective tool based on the process of observing and reflecting on learners' thoughts, feelings, motives, reasoning processes, and mental states influencing behavior (Nunan 1999 , Bailey and Oschner 1983 cited in Bailey et al. 2001 . Journals serve important pedagogical purposes as an interactive tool: using writing as a 'thinking' process, and communication like 'dialogue journals.' Keeping dialogue journals creates a mutual relationship between student(s) and teacher in a nonthreatening environment, and this can bring about autonomous learning (Staton 1987 , Dam and Legenhausen 1999 , Vygotsky 1978 cited in Burton and Carroll 2001 , Trites 2001 , Brown 2004 ).
As reflection is a mode of acquisition leading to autonomous learning, language learners have to be aware of how they learn (i.e., reflection on their strengths/weaknesses and progress in various linguistic skills), and this is a prerequisite for independent learning (Dam and Legenhausen 1999 , Marefat 2002 , Vickers and Ene 2006 . Moreover, the new learning situation can force the learners to rely more on themselves and their own experience than when they are operating within the classroom context (Dam and Legenhausen 1999, Müller-Verweyen 1999) .
Process writing
In this study, students wrote on memorable experiences or events, either pleasant or unpleasant, in order to generate as many ideas as possible (Oshima and Hogue 2006) . Each written task in JW was planned and organized through the 'cyclical' steps of generating ideas, rereading, drafting, revising, editing, and rewriting, which constitute 'process writing' (Li Wai Shing 1992 , Sokolik 2003 .
The use of the process writing approach is more effective than other approaches in terms of improving writing attitudes and written tasks since writing is a cognitive task developing writers intellectually and emotionally (Li Wai Shing 1992 , Appel 1995 , Bello 1997 , Oshima and Hogue 2006 , Pritchard and Honeycutt 2007 . In addition, the feature of self-selected topics of interest in JW provided students in this study with freedom of choice, which is necessary for students to develop their talents in narrative writing (Rogers 1969 cited in Groundwater-Smith et al. 2007 , and it improves student motivation in the language learning process in accordance with Maslow's human needs (Huddleston and Unwin 2008).
Grammatical accuracy and JW
The issue of accuracy is applicable to JW since JW has proven effective in stimulating the natural interaction of language use in ESL and EFL students to further linguistic development (Carroll and Swain 1993 , Cobine 1995 , Quirke 2001 , Honsa and Ratanapinyowong 2005 , Vickers and Ene 2006 . In addition, writing progress has been principally measured by accuracy although JW emphasizes fluency in writing content and ideas (Allwright 1983 , Bailey 1983 , Genesee and Upshur 1996 , Bello 1997 , Trites 2001 , Marefat 2002 , Brown 2004 , O'Leary Wanket 2005 , Lê 2006 , Oshima and Hogue 2007 because learners' errors could signify an effective step towards improving grammatical accuracy (Carroll and Swain 1993 , Ivanic 1995 cited in Carroll and Mchawala 2001 .
Action research methodology
The quasi quantitative and qualitative design (Creswell 2003) can be applied to the main processes of the AR cycle (Burns 1999: 33 and 2007) : planning, acting, observing and reflecting as depicted in Figure 1 . This study is conducted parallel to the AR process cycle as follows.
Phase 1: Planning process (a) Exploring problem and identifying concern
The researcher was interested in helping her students develop their grammatical knowledge through authentic writing after discovering the following results from her initial survey. The survey was carried out with all 32 first-year Thai undergraduates of her class in the 2008 academic year, utilizing a Student's Reflection questionnaire (Appendix B). The results pointed out that the students perceived grammar (81%) followed by writing (75%) as the most difficult skills of academic English. Since none of the students had prior exposure to JW, she was curious about what they thought about JW and its effect on their grammatical ability if they had a chance to write journals. Her investigation was guided by the research question:
"What are the students' opinions of the use of journals as a means to improve their grammatical ability?"
Planning action
In the first term of the 2008 academic year, this study was conducted in the researcher's class with a total of 32 firstyear Thai undergraduates from the Department of Statistics in the Faculty of Commerce and Accountancy, Chulalongkorn University. Concerning the ethical issues, all the 32 undergraduates were supposed to have an equal opportunity for participating in the entire JW treatment. However, in fact, ten out of 32 undergraduates: seven females (70%) and three males (30%) were randomly selected as the participants of the study.
The students were further divided into two groups: 'high-achievers' and 'lowachievers' based on their grammatical scores on the verb-tense test. With its reliability index of .81, the test, developed by the researcher, was conducted prior to the introduction of JW treatment. Within these two groups, the 10 students (i.e., 5 in each group) were selected for in-depth data analyses: quantitative (i.e., grammatical accuracy) analysis on JW and qualitative (i.e., the students' opinions) analysis on the dialogue-journal entries and an interview.
Phase 2: Acting process
The data were collected over thirteen weeks from June to September 2008 through:
Dialogue journaling
Dialogue journaling was introduced after the distribution of the Student's Reflection questionnaire and the test. The worksheets of the dialogue journaling guideline on how they reflected on their learning of grammar, and of the interpretation of correction symbols on grammatical errors were distributed and explained to the students.
The dialogue-journal entries were assigned twice a week for four weeks as an out-ofclass activity. Before the weekly submission, students were required to edit their own entries. Each dialogue journal with the teacher's indirect feedback (i.e., clued underlining of grammatical errors with correction symbols) (See Appendix A), focusing on grammatical tense form, meaning, and use (Larsen-Freeman 2003) (See Appendix C), was returned and discussed with the students during the next session of the class the following week.
In the processes of dialogue journaling, neither word length in JW nor scoring assessment was required; only the guideline on dialogue-journal writing was, since dialogue journaling was expected to initiate and familiarize the students into the world of the reflective genre of JW.
Process writing
At the beginning of the week after the midterm break when the students may have had, to some extent, experience with JW, the students then changed to process writing. The worksheets of the optional topics, of process-writing guidelines, and of the writing rubrics (i.e., content, organization, and grammar) for process writing were provided and explained to the students prior to the implementation of the process writing. Each JW entry was implemented by means of cyclical process writing.
The student volunteers were assigned to write three-topic essays during the limited five-week duration of the process-writing activity. Each choice of the three topics was based on the students' interests since one assigned topic selected by an instructor cannot fit all students' needs for generating ideas in writing (Ferris and Hedgcock 2005) . Each narrative essay was supposed to be submitted to the researcher on a weekly basis. Before submitting each essay, the students were required to do self-editing of their own JW entries. The teacher's feedback on the students' JW was provided and discussed during the next class session of the following week.
Only the final version of each three-topic essay was co-scored by the researcher and a native English instructor. There were totally thirty process-writing entries (i.e., the 10 students' three-topic final-versioned essays) that both instructors needed to score. The average writing score given by the instructors was provided on the basis of the writing content, organization and grammar. The inter-rater reliability between rater 1 (i.e., the native-English instructor) and rater 2 (i.e., the researcher) was strongly correlated (r = . 982, p < .01).
Interview
An interview was conducted with the ten students to assess their opinions towards JW and its effect on grammatical ability in the last week after the completion of the JW treatment.
Phase 3: Observing process
This parallel process to the acting process is also involved in the procedures for the study's data collection. The data gathered on the students' grammatical accuracy were analyzed through their JW (i.e., dialogue journaling and process writing entries), and those on their 'opinions' of JW and grammatical accuracy were through their dialogue journaling entries and interview responses.
The data on the students' grammatical accuracy and their opinions about JW and grammatical accuracy are quantitatively and qualitatively analyzed and presented in Tables 1 to 4.
Grammatical accuracy
The analyses of JW, focusing on the grammatical accuracy in verb tenses, of high (H) and low (L) achievers are illustrated in Table 1 . Note: nH is the number of high achievers; nL is the number of low achievers. Table 1 indicates that high achievers appeared to use more varied tenses in both dialogue journaling and process writing. It can be noticed that high achievers could implement all and more verb tenses (i.e., present simple, past simple, present perfect, past perfect, past progressive, and future simple) whereas low achievers frequently implemented only a few verb tenses (i.e., present simple, past simple, and future simple) in JW. To illustrate, in the dialogue-journal writing, there were two high achievers using the past perfect tense while none of the low achievers used the past perfect tense.
Furthermore, low achievers tended to make more grammatical errors in both dialogue journaling and process writing.
Regarding teacher feedback on verb-tense errors, it was found that the number of low achievers making tense errors in dialogue journaling and process writing was higher than that of high achievers.
However, through the elaboration of each genre of JW, the analyses of 'dialogue journaling' in terms of grammatical accuracy were quite similar in both groups of the achievers. What the researcher observed is that although they had practiced dialogue-journal writing and received teacher feedback during the processes of the treatment, almost all of them still made similar grammatical tense errors in terms of 'form' (e.g., subject-verb agreement in present and past tenses: "We was working…"; and wrong conjugations of past-tense irregular verbs: "I telled…"), 'meaning' (e.g., the use of present tense replacing past tense for their past events), and 'use' (i.e., wrong use of tense types and modes; and unparallel use of the pasttense verbs within the same situations and/or the same written tasks).
The grammatical analyses of the high and low achievers' 'process writing' are presented in Table 2 . 
(↓ 0.4)
Considering the average scores of grammar in process writing between the groups of achievers, the mean scores on grammar from writing topics 1 to 3 for the high achievers (i.e., 8.05, 8.1, and 8.2, respectively) were evidently much higher than those for the low achievers (i.e., 5.2, 6.75, and 6.35, respectively) as illustrated in Table 2 . The higher grammatical scores of the high achievers' all three written topics may be on account of the more varied use of tense types (Table 1) .
Moreover, when taking the development sequence in the average grammatical scores in process writing (Table 2) , no statistically significant development sequence in grammar from three writing tasks was found in either group of achievers. However, there was likely more grammatical development in low achievers (i.e., from 5.2 in Topic 1 to 6.35 in Topic 3) than in high achievers (i.e., from 8.05 in Topic 1 to 8.2 in Topic 3).
Opinions of grammatical accuracy and JW
The students' opinions of JW and its effect on their grammatical ability can be interpreted through the content analyses on their dialogue journaling entries and their interview responses.
Students' dialogue journals
The content analyses on dialogue journals in both groups of achievers point out that individual English skills and learning situation components (e.g., course instructor, learning materials, time constraints, and external factors outside the class) could affect both high and low achievers' opinions of grammatical accuracy and their readiness towards grammatical learning as categorized from the dialogue-journal extracts in Table 3 . 
Interview responses
The content analyses of the interview responses for both groups of achievers, in Table 4 , support the claim that JW could enhance their grammatical accuracy, selfconfidence and self-satisfaction with the use of verb tenses. Moreover, JW could build up, to some extent, the achievers' motivation to perform self-studying and self-monitoring, or even their awareness of teacher feedback and grammatical accuracy. 
Phase 4: Reflecting process
From her investigation, the researcher learned that:
4.1 There may be a mismatch between the students' 'opinions' of the use of JW on grammatical accuracy (from dialogue journals and interview responses) and their 'actual grammatical accuracy' after exposure to journal writing. That is:
4.1.1 The students perceived JW as a means to improve, to some extent, their grammatical accuracy. Their utilization of JW, particularly in the process writing, through self-editing of their own grammar could help them reflect more and be much more aware of their grammatical accuracy and its improvement in writing. Accordingly, JW could promote grammatical accuracy in language learners if it is implemented in the way of 'processoriented' writing which was proved in this study as a means to, at the very least, raise the students' consciousness of their language grammar learning. 4.1.2 Although the majority of the students in the study claimed JW as a means to enhance their grammatical accuracy (Table  4) and there was likely more grammatical improvement in the group of low achievers (Table 2) , the actual grammatical accuracy of both groups of achievers analyzed through their JW (Tables 1 and 2 ) did not show a statistically significant improvement after their exposure to JW.
In this study, the students practiced JW with the researcher's indirect feedback provided during the processes of the treatment. However, almost all of them still made similar grammatical tense errors in terms of verb tense form, meaning and use. The researcher reflected that the students' grammatical performance discovered through their JW seems to run counter to what was revealed in the students' interview responses: that teacher feedback helped improve their grammatical accuracy in journal writing (Table 4) . However, the issue regarding the significant roles of teacher feedback raised by the students in the study should be considered in terms of its effects on students' grammatical accuracy for further studies.
4.2 In the study, the researcher's corrective feedback on the students' JW took a great deal of time; thus, to save teachers' time for scoring students' written tasks: 4.2.1 Teacher's selective-correction is recommended to be applied for further action studies.
4.2.2
Students' peer-editing should also be implemented into the process writing for future AR cycles after the students had experience with self-editing. Peer-editing can promote not only cooperative learning among students but also their awareness of grammatical accuracy in writing.
4.3 JW should be integrated with more information technology (e.g., e-mails, MSN, and social networking sitesFacebook, HI5, MySpace, and Blogs) to be more entertaining and time-saving for learning and teaching communities. It cannot be denied that technology is dailylife relevance and can easily motivate young learners to learn with its entertaining aspects.
Two of the students' interview responses in this study reported that they preferred process writing to dialogue journaling due to its relevance to their interests: Thus, JW in this study also contained an aspect of promoting autonomous learning (Staton 1987 , Dam and Legenhausen 1999 , Trites 2001 , Vygotsky 1978 cited in Burton and Carroll 2001 Marefat 2002 , Brown 2004 , Vickers and Ene 2006 in that JW could stimulate the students to rely on themselves and their own experiences (Dam and Legenhausen 1999, Müller-Verweyen 1999) .
Conclusion
The results of the study indicated that the undergraduates' positive opinions of the use of JW as a means to improve grammatical accuracy did not match their actual grammatical accuracy in JW, where non-significant improvement was found. However, this study was helpful for undergraduates, who had no prior exposure to JW in English, in raising their awareness of grammatical accuracy. It also gave them more self-confidence in the use of verb tenses and more self-motivation to reflect on and monitor their own grammatical accuracy after the JW treatment. In all, the utilization of journal writing is suggested to be promoted in language classroom practices so as to provide language teachers with some actual insights into their learners' perspectives on the use of journals to boost grammatical accuracy in writing in an EFL context. - Hogue (1996) .
